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Abstract 
 
Before World War II, much of the world and many leading scientists, statesmen and other prominent figures 
supported the eugenics movement. They touted the movement as the answer to many of the world’s problems 
including crime, alcoholism, hereditary diseases and mental illness. Most eugenicists believed eugenics was 
necessary for the survival of the human race. But in order to accomplish their goals the “unfit” had to be 
removed from the gene pool while the “fit” were encouraged to have more children. This led to segregation and 
exploitation of the weak and poor. Legislation in the United States went so far as to legalize the forced 
sterilization of criminals and mentally ill persons. Worse than this, however, was the support given to the 
eugenics programs in Nazi Germany. This paper explores the segregation, sterilization, and exploitation of the 
unfit in the U.S. and how these policies contributed to the Nazi Holocaust. 
 
The eugenics movement in the United States was a “movement of experts,” as stated by Mark Haller, a leading 
scholar of eugenics. Yet it was able to infiltrate the country through laws and education, despite the fact that it 
was not a popular movement. For example, by 1928 three hundred and seventy six American colleges and 
universities offered courses in eugenics.  It was also included in ninety percent of high school biology textbooks 
and even found a way into leisure activities. Supporters erected educational stands and sponsored “Fitter Family” 
contests at state and local fairs throughout the country. Laws supporting eugenics became more and more 
common. In 1907, Indiana passed the first state law that allowed forced sterilization of “criminals, idiots, 
imbeciles, and rapists.” By 1921 seventeen more states had similar laws. The U. S. Supreme Court upheld the 
constitutionality of the laws in the case Buck v. Bell in 1927. This also led to further restrictions on immigration 
and marriage between races based on eugenic principles.  
 
All of these laws together gave the Nazi regime ammunition to fight allegations of racism and the ability 
to use the United States as an example for their own laws. The Nazis passed sterilization laws within six 
months of taking power in 1933 and based it on the Model Eugenic Sterilization Law created by Larry 
Laughlin, a leader in American eugenics and head of the Eugenic Record Office in Cold Harbor, New 
York. The Nuremberg Laws of 1935 were an extension of this also, though they were more clearly racist 
than the sterilization laws. This racism did not seem to bother anyone within the eugenic movement. In 
fact, they encouraged and praised the German laws, which allowed for the mutilation of thousands of 
people. This support delayed aid to those abused by the German system and drew attention away from the 
issues, which led to the Holocaust. In this way, American eugenics and eugenicists contributed to the 
Holocaust.  
